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The presidential election campaign in the Dominican Republic is in full swing. Regardless of who
wins, the May 16 balloting will usher in a new political era in the Caribbean country, since, after
seven terms in office, President Joaquin Balaguer is not running. However, observers say it is
unlikely that any candidate will receive the required absolute majority in the first round, making
a runoff election necessary. In the last elections in May 1994, the official results, which were not
announced for almost three months, gave Balaguer the presidency by a margin of less than 1%. The
elections were marred by massive fraud and denounced by most international observers.
To head off the threat of civil unrest, Balaguer was forced to make concessions and to sign a "Pact for
Democracy" with the opposition parties that led to constitutional reforms reducing his present term
to two years and barring him from running again (see NotiSur, 08/05/94). However, since the pact
was signed, Balaguer's supporters have pressured him to ignore the ban on continuing in office.
On April 30, representatives from the government, opposition parties, the Catholic Church, and
various civic groups met and made a commitment to respect the electoral process. The pact was
signed by all three presidential candidates. The agreement followed growing concern among the
opposition that PRSC militants were increasingly opposed to following the Pact for Democracy and
were determined to keep Balaguer in office (see NotiSur, 04/12/96).
The three candidates for the presidency are Balagauer's vice president, Jacinto Peynado, of the
governing Partido Reformista Social Cristiano (PRSC); Leonel Fernandez of the Partido de la
Liberacion Dominicana (PLD); and Jose Francisco Pena Gomez of the Partido Revolucionario
Dominicano (PRD). The PLD, founded by former president Juan Bosch in 1973, has traditionally
been the most left-leaning of the three major parties. However, Fernandez, who assumed the
party leadership when Bosch stepped down in 1995, has moved the party to the center-right and
established himself as a reform politician with strength among the middle class.
Meanwhile, Pena Gomez is strongly supported by the nation's poor. Voter-preference polls in
early May showed Pena Gomez ahead with approximately 43%, followed by Fernandez with
37%, and Peynado with 20%. Although Peynado has trailed Pena Gomez and Fernandez in the
polls, observers said the PRSC could play a key role as a power broker if neither Pena Gomez nor
Fernandez wins in the first round. If a runoff is needed, it must be held within 45 days. About 3.7
million Dominicans are registered to vote. During the campaign, the 89-year-old Balaguer, who is
nearly blind, deaf, and in ill health, acted almost as if he rather than his vice president were running
for office. In his campaign appearances, usually connected to the opening of public works, Balaguer
referred to the PRSC and the coming elections, but for the most part did not mention the party's
candidate and rarely appeared with him.
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Finally, as Peynado lagged farther behind in the polls, Balaguer began to give him more public
support. Balaguer's critics charge that he is hoping there will be no clear winner on May 16, in which
case he will try to maneuver to stay in office another two years. However, his supporters insist
that the man who has dominated Dominican politics for 35 years will end his political career on a
statesmanlike note. The campaign has been marred by some violence and by extensive racism. Two
persons were killed in separate incidents in mid-April during clashes between rival partisans near
Santo Domingo. One death occurred only hours after all three candidates had pledged to conduct
a peaceful campaign and to end corruption. In the last weeks of the campaign, racism and antiHaitian rhetoric were also much in evidence.
As in 1994, Balaguer's supporters frequently referred to Pena Gomez's alleged Haitian ancestry,
hoping to capitalize on widespread anti-Haitian prejudice among the Dominican population.
Balagauer said recently that the "electoral contest is between those who support the fathers of the
Dominican Republic and those who are anti-Dominican and unpatriotic." Pena Gomez charged that
the discriminatory practices were initiated by Balaguer and supported by the PLD, which claims
that as many as 170,000 Haitians have illegally registered so they can vote for Pena Gomez. The PLD
asked the electoral commission (Junta Central Electoral, JCE) to determine how many Dominicans
with Haitian origins are on the lists of registered votes.
According to the Dominican Constitution, the children of Haitians who entered the country illegally
even if they are born in the Dominican Republic are not considered citizens. As the election nears,
the PLD claims that many black registered voters are really children of Haitians who entered
illegally and therefore not eligible to vote. On May 3, JCE president Cesar Estrella Sadhala said no
one will be allowed to prevent blacks from voting merely on the suspicion that they are Haitian,
and he insisted that the JCE is fully capable of guaranteeing the fairness and transparency of the
elections. Sadhala also denounced any attempt to deport Haitians who have proper documents.
In late April, government authorities began picking up and repatriating Haitians who could not
immediately produce documents legitimizing their presence in the Dominican Republic. Human
rights organizations said that as many as 5,000 Haitians, along with their Dominican children, have
been deported recently. Over the years, many Haitians entered the Dominican Republic to work
in the sugar cane fields. In addition, during the years of political violence in Haiti which shares
the island of Hispanola with the Dominican Republic many more Haitians crossed the border.
Periodically, the Dominican government has engaged in massive roundups and deportations of
people suspected of being Haitian, and human rights organizations have documented extensive
abuse against those being deported.
Because the elections are a turning point in Dominican politics and because the last elections were
so controversial, international interest in the contest is very high. Among the 125 international
observers of the Dominican elections will be former US president Jimmy Carter and former
Colombian president Belisario Betancur, as well as representatives from the US government and the
Organization of American States (OAS). The international observers' condemnation of widespread
fraud in 1994 was partially responsible for forcing Balaguer to agree to shorten his term and not run
for re-election. Perhaps because of their role the last time, Balaguer first said international observers
would not be allowed. He recently changed that position and the observers were officially invited.
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Nevertheless, in early May Balaguer urged people to vote "against foreign interference" in
Dominican affairs. With only days remaining before the election, on May 4 the Dominican police
arrested a person alleged to be part of a plot to kill Pena Gomez. The US called for an impartial and
prompt investigation into the alleged conspiracy. "A full, impartial and prompt investigation must
be carried out to determine the validity of these allegations, and if confirmed, to bring to justice
those responsible," State Department spokesperson Nicholas Burns said in Washington. Burns said
the election campaign "has seen a comparatively low incidence of violent acts," and said the US
urged the Dominican government, all candidates, and the Dominican people "to take every possible
measure to ensure that the May 16 elections are free, fair, and entirely peaceful." (Sources: Reuter,
04/12/96, 04/15/96, 04/25/96, 05/01/96, 05/03/96, 05/04/96; Agence France-Presse, 04/15/96, 04/18/96,
04/22/96, 05/03/96, 05/05/96, 05/07/96, 05/08/96)
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